
Roofing Glossary Guide
Learn which components comprise your roofing system and how they function. Use this guide to discover how 

all the materials work together to keep the inside of your home cozy and dry.
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How does your home’s roof work and what are those little 
pipe things that penetrate its surface? Don’t feel bad if you 
don’t know the answers to these questions; the roof is a big 
mystery to many homeowners. You might know the color of 
the materials up there and that a roof leak can be bad news, 
but not much about the system’s design and how its various 
components work together to keep the inside of your home 
dry.

Whether planning a DIY project or hiring a roofing 
contractor, it can be a good idea to have a basic 
understanding of what parts make up your home’s roofing 
system. You may also find it helpful to know a few of the 
terms that are unique to the construction and to roofing 
industries, for example, when your contractor or the 
salesperson refers to your roof’s pitch. It has absolutely 
nothing to do with baseball.

Roofing Terms You Should Know
Investigating a leak or checking a contractor’s estimate to re-roof 
your home can be a lot easier if you know roofing language. Here 
are a few commonly used terms and their descriptions to help 
you get started:

•	 Eaves. The lowest point of your roof slope is called the eave. 
This is where the roof meets the fascia board of the home and 
the location where gutters are normally installed.

•	 Finish roofing materials. This is the part of the roof that most 
homeowners know. The most common type of finish roofing 
materials are asphalt shingles, but there are many other types 
available.

•	 Flashing. The gaps where your roofing materials meet vents, 
other roof penetrations, or a vertical wall of your home are 
closed off with materials called flashing. Flashing is normally 
rubber or metal but can also be other materials. Areas where 
your roof has flashing are also prime suspects when searching 
for a leak.
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•	 Pitch. A roof’s slope is determined by its pitch, which is 
a calculation of run vs. rise. An average roof slope might 
have six inches of run for every twelve inches of rise and is 
designated a 6/12 roof pitch. A 3/12 pitch would be a very 
gradual slope, whereas a 10/12 would be very steep. A 
single home can have different pitches on its various roof 
planes. It’s important to know your roof pitches as some 
materials can’t be used on slopes that are either too steep 
or too shallow.

•	 Plumbing vents. Those smaller pipes sticking up through 
your roof are vents that are an important part of your 
home’s plumbing system. They are normally PVC or a 
similar material.

•	 Ridge. The highest point where two roof planes meet is 
called the ridge and may also be referred to as the peak. 
On many homes, there is a vent for air circulation in this 
location called the ridge vent.

•	 Sheathing. Plywood or composition board installed on 
your roof trusses to provide a foundation for your roof 
system is called sheathing. The material can last a very long 
time unless it’s exposed to moisture due to a failure of your 
roofing materials — if you have a roof leak, the condition of 
the sheathing should be inspected as part of the repair.

•	 Underlayment. The most common type of underlayment 
is felt paper which is an asphalt-coated material that’s 
normally sold in rolls. The underlayment provides a layer 
of protection between your finish roof materials and the 
sheathing — if you happen to lose a few shingles, the felt 
can still provide a barrier against water intrusion.

•	 Valley. Where two roofing plane slopes meet is called 
a valley. A roof with many sections can have numerous 
valleys. Due to the difficulty of installing roofing materials 
in these troughs, valleys are prime culprits when looking 
for the source of a roof leak.

While there are other parts that might make up your 
roofing system, this sampling should be enough to help you 
communicate with professionals when beginning just about 
any type of residential roofing project.


